Who is Stefan Olmars?
A conversation with Harald Henrysson

H

arald: Stefan, I still remember
how surprised I was when I
saw you for the first time in
New York in 2002. I have been on the
board of the Scandinavian JB Society
since it was founded and thought
I knew the people active there, but
here came a Swede to attend the Jussi
conference - the only one besides
me - and I had never seen him! Now
you have been Secretary of our Society
for ten years and your dedication,
contacts and organizational skill have
been invaluable. You started and are
still successfully running a "Northern
Branch" of the society in your
woodland province of Hiilsingland - a
project which I must admit I originally
doubted. How did all this start?
Stefan: First let me mention that I
was born in 1946 at a farm in Alfta in
Hiilsingland which had belonged to my
family since the 16th century. Already
when I studied at the Stockholm School
of Economics about 1970, I happened
to meet Per Backstrom, now Treasurer
of our Society, and a few other
members!
My family owned a sawmill where
I worked as salesman, with Switzerland
as our most important market.
However, in 1999 we went bankrupt. I
had then been totally occupied by my
work, with few thoughts about music
- I didn't even own a CD player. Then,
in 2001. I saw an ad about a concert
honoring Jussi Bjorling at the church
in Voxna, where Jussi's ancestors had
lived for about 150 years. I attended
the concert with my father and then
found that there was a Bjorling society
in Sweden, and one in the US. I joined
both.
Harald: And already next year, you
decided to cross the Atlantic for a Jussi
conference?
Stefan: Yes, my interest had really
been awakened, so, with some time
now at my disposal, I decided to go.
Naturally, many people asked me if I
had heard Jussi in Sweden, but I said
that I was only 14 and living in the
countryside when he passed away.
When I talked with you and Sue at the
airport on my way back, she asked me
the same thing again. Since I knew

Stefan Olm&rs
she was also interested in sports, I said
"No, but the European Track and Field
Championship in 1958 is something I
really remember." And then you said:
"Well, then you have heard him - he
sang at the opening ceremony!" 12
years old then, I remembered nothing
of that - but I HAVE heard him!
I began to advertise in local
papers to find other admirers of
Jussi. Suddenly, in 2003, the society's
nominating committee called and
asked, to my surprise, if I could think
of becoming Secretary. And there it
is. In 2003 I also took over the annual
arrangements in Voxna Church and
later began to arrange concerts at
Stromsbruk, where Jussi's father David
was born. In the last few years, I have
also become responsible for the Jussi

Days at Skansen in Stockholm, where
Jussi sang more than 50 times.
Harald: I have attended your
arrangements many times and know
how successful and appreciated they
have been. We should also remember
that you twice initiated Jussi concerts in
Switzerland, using your contacts there!
You seem to have found a pattern that
works. Could you describe it?
Stefan: "My" Jussi festivals in
Hiilsingland regularly begin with a
concert where both well-known singers
and a promising young local artist
take part. At Voxna, after a buffet, we
spend the evening listening to Jussi
recordings, preferably together with
somebody who can describe what it
was like singing with him. Last time
at Stromsbruk, Jussi's daughter AnnCharlotte was among the participants.
The second day, there is a program
about local history, connected with
the life of the Bjorling's there. We also
have lectures about singing - this year;
Hakan Hagegard came to Stromsbruk
and talked about his life as an artist.
Harald: I was happy to surprise you
by decorating you with the JBS-USA
silver medal at your 60th birthday party
in 2006.
Stefan: Yes, I have proudly worn
that medal on many occasions since.
And I was happy to decorate Joan Baez
with it in 201 0 and Placido Domingo
in 2013. That was only ten years after I
bought a CD player. I feel grateful for
what I have experienced during these
years of Jussi work. I came to know
many of you in New York in 2002, and
many of you have also visited my "Jussi
festivals" in Sweden. Very welcome
in 2014 to Voxna in July, Skansen in
August or Stromsbruk in September!
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Stefan Olmars Reports on
Stromsbruk 2013
The weekend of August 31 and
September 1, I organized a concert in
Stromsbruk, where Jussi's father David
was born. On Saturday there was a
concert, preceded by an old-type brass
band which was onstage for 45 minutes
to warm up the audience.
The singers included the young
tenor, Markus Pettersson, who is taking
master classes at the Royal Opera
School in Stockholm this year; also
soprano, Paulina Pfeiffer, who has been
Mimi at the Royal Opera of Stockholm,
and a very young local soprano, Himani
Grundstrom, who is studying opera in
Gothenburg now.
After an "Italian buffet" we had as
usual "Songs with Jussi:' People in the
audience had given me suggestions of
songs to play. In the audience were
among others Royal court singer Hakan

Hagegard. He wanted to hear ''.An
Sylvia" and "Ideale".
I was sitting on stage together with
Jussi's daughter Ann-Charlotte, who
had come with her husband to enjoy
the weekend. We were talking about the
songs that were played and she shared
with us wonderful moments with Jussi.
Her song choice was "Because" from
the 3-CD box from outdoor arena
Grona Lund in Stockholm.
In the evening, after the buffet, we
had an informal chat in a room at the
hostel The chat gives a possibility for
the young singers and other visitors to
talk to Ann-Charlotte, Hakan Hagegard
and also tenor Christer Bladin who was
attending the weekend.
On Sunday Hakan Hagegard
talked from the stage about his singing
career. He is not singing any more
since a few years. He illustrated his
talk with pictures and soundtracks in
a wonderful, relaxed performance of
a bit more than one hour. Then the
President of the Opera Friends of the
Royal Opera House of Stockholm put

questions to Hakan. There were also
questions from the audience. After a
Sunday lunch at a sea restaurant the
weekend was over.
On Monday we had the most
overwhelming reviews in the Swedish
newspapers that I have seen in all
my years organizing these "JussiParties" (10 years in Voxna, 8 years
in Stromsbruk and 4 years at Skansen
Stockholm).
This puts an end to "my" 2013
concerts. I would be most happy
if Jussi-friends from abroad would
contact me about coming here in 2014.
I will organize concerts at the usual
places -- in Voxna in July, in Stockholm
in August and in Stromsbruk in
September. ■

Stefan Olmars
Secretary ofJussi Bjorlingsallskapet
tel: +46 651 26000
email: stefanholzpartneer@telia.com

Jussi and the Verdi Bicentennial

"What one hears documents beyond
argument that Bjorling was among the
greatest tenors of the previous century,
and, in certain roles, the best voice ever
heard in recordings." Richard Caniell,
From the Recording Notes

Immortal Performances' new
restoration of the Met's 1940 Un hallo
in maschera includes Milton Cross
commentary, curtain calls and program
notes by Stephen Hastings, author of
The Bjorling Sound. This 2 CD album
includes a 40 page booklet with rare
photographs provided by the Bjorling
Museum in Sweden, a highly detailed,
track-related synopsis, and biographies
about the singers. Bonus recording
is a premiere on disc excerpt (Act
I, final scene) from La boheme, San
Francisco Opera, 1949 with Bjorling
and Albanese.
More at:

www.immortalperformances.org
or email:

immortalperformances@vws.org
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There is much more Verdi with
Jussi Bjorling being prompted by the
Verdi bicentennial Don't forget to
check out the Sony 20 CD set of Met
performances from 1935-1967. Sony's
remastered Aida with Zinka Milanov,
Fedora Barbieri, Leonard Warren and
Boris Christoff, is now available online
from several sources.

